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To my family





PREFACE



The past is not another country. Even a relatively short period can have deep effects that persist decades later. So it is with the thirteen months covered in this book that saw an extraordinary coalescence of events across the globe. The twenty-first century has brought challenges unimagined then, ranging from climate change to terrorism, sectarianism and the impact of technology. The global balance has shifted with the rise of Asia and relative decline of the West. Still, the time from June 1947 to June 1948 really did change the world, shaping much of it in a form that gives the period a lasting relevance for our day.


Two years after the end of by far the most devastating conflict the planet had experienced, with 55 million or more dead, the Cold War became entrenched between two great powers, which, drawing on the ideological divide between capitalism and socialism that had marked the twentieth century, each believed the inexorable tide of history was on its side as its political, economic and social model would sweep away the old world epitomised by Europe and the traditional societies of China and Japan.1 By far the world’s leading economic power after building on its enormous growth in the later nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth, the United States took on the global political involvement it had refused in 1919.2 As a logical development of its wartime role, the Truman administration rejected George Washington’s admonition to avoid foreign entanglements, especially with Europe. Instead, it drew closer to the west of that divided continent, as well as to East Asia and Latin America through formal agreements, trade, military strength and soft power while laying a network of strong and stable diplomatic, economic and military engagements. With a defence budget of $9 billion in 1948, the US occupied more than two hundred military bases around the world, was the predominant naval power and had a huge strategic air force. The only nation with the atom bomb, it now felt responsibility for what happened elsewhere, its confidence boosted by victory on a two-front global conflict and the economic uplift as wartime activity put a final end to the downturn that had begun in 1929.


America’s emergence was balanced by the presence of a very different power in the vast Soviet land empire stretching from Asia to the heart of Europe, motivated by the belief that the iron laws of history would ensure eventual victory. Though America dominated most meaningful measures of power and ruled the oceans, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), inheriting the land empire of the Tsars, appeared to embody the vision of the geo-politician Halford Mackinder, of a superpower embracing the Eurasian Heartland. Its armed forces had played the major part in the defeat of Hitler’s Germany with a victory that handed it a deep security zone for the hard state system directed by its Vozhd (Boss) from his red-walled corner office in the Kremlin. While far behind the United States in its development, the Soviet economy grew strongly after 1945, averaging 8 per cent annual expansion, as it brought under-used potential into play and mobilised resources under strong political control. Big projects organised on military lines, re-armament and production of capital goods acted as a spearhead for expansion. But the scale of destruction was such that output did not regain its pre-war level until the end of the 1940s and, in sharp contrast to the US, consumption was a low priority.3


The struggle between the two great powers would last more than four decades and shape global events, with effects still felt as Russia seeks to restore its influence and the international community comes to terms with the prospect that the United States may no longer be ready to exercise the function it took on in the later 1940s. Still, for all its dangers, particularly after the USSR developed atomic weapons in 1949, the conflict in Europe was always circumscribed by the way in which neither of the superpowers challenged the other in their respective security zones. Despite the declaration at the Yalta summit promising the peoples of Europe the right to choose their form of government and create democratic institutions of their own choice through free elections, the US did not intervene to defend non-Communists in East and Central Europe, whose division Churchill had set out in his ‘percentages’ proposal to Stalin in 1944.4 The Cold War would have moments of great danger, but the way its early years were managed shows how big-power governments can pursue national interests while balancing strategic advantages and acknowledging that some issues are best left to work themselves out in their own fashion.


Though most international histories of the period focus largely on the emergence of the struggle between the US and USSR played out primarily over a Europe unable to fend for itself, the direct influence of the two powers in the rest of the world was often absent or marginal. Seeing this period through the prism of the Cold War is to distort events that determined the fates of hundreds of millions of people in Asia and Africa in ways that persist to our day. Reducing it to a trial of strength between the countries led by Harry Truman and Josef Stalin is to ignore the extraordinary multiplicity of major developments across the globe and the way in which, at this stage at least, nationalism played a more important role in liberation struggles than allegiance to an ideological master in a far-away capital.


The Soviet–American contest had no impact on the independence of India and Pakistan. Despite intelligence service warnings that Jewish refugees included Communists and fears that Arab nations might lean towards Moscow if a Zionist state was created, the Cold War was not a significant factor in the ending of the British Mandate in Palestine, the creation of Israel and the Arab invasion that followed. In South Africa, proponents of apartheid made much of the ‘Red threat’ but Communist influence was slight while independence movements elsewhere on the continent were driven by nationalism, not allegiance to the Kremlin. There was much US but little Communist presence in Latin America, where the challenge to right-wing governments came from populist movements calling for economic and social reform. Even in China, Cold War parameters were subject to local distortion. Soviet help had been vital for the survival of the Communist forces in 1945–6, but they then evolved in their own way, with Mao Zedong frequently ignoring advice from Stalin. Preferring to keep the huge neighbour divided and believing the Chinese revolutionaries were not yet ready to take power, the Kremlin signed a treaty of friendship and alliance with Chiang Kaishek’s Nationalist regime and advised the Great Helsman to check the advance of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) at the Yangtze to divide the country on the lines of Germany and Korea. For its part, Washington grew increasingly unready to bail out its wartime ally and came to regard China as peripheral to its core Asian strategy.


Though Stalin said he wanted to ‘unleash a movement of liberation’ and talked of using anti-imperialist sentiment to bring down capitalism, the Cold War at this stage did not play much of a role in the struggle in Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaya and parts of Africa. The Kremlin was suspicious of the nationalism that powered the fight against colonialism. The Cominform, the international Communist organisation created in 1947, was exclusively European in membership. Stalin thought Asian revolutionaries were dangerously petit bourgeois. ‘Oh, you Orientals. You have such rich imaginations,’ he remarked when Ho Chi Minh asked for aid.


Indonesian Republicans worked for a time with the Communist Party but then turned against its ally in a brutal settling of scores. In the Philippines, which gained independence from the US in 1946 and gained a $620 million aid package, despite sharp economic and social disparities, it was not until 1950 that the Communist Party decided a ‘revolutionary situation’ existed. Communists in Malaya took action earlier, but did not operate under Soviet guidance and drew more support from the Chinese community’s resentments than from ideology. The British high commissioner, Malcolm MacDonald, concluded in 1948 that there was ‘little sign’ of Soviet activity in the region, noting that ‘if you suppress a nationalist severely enough, you will find him tending towards Communism’.5


•   •   •


This was a period of great violence as confrontations persisted that had outlived the world war, or had been fanned by it. The processes of nation building or regime change were often extremely lethal with a combined death toll of millions. Mass population movements brought enormous suffering, altered nations and deprived cosmopolitan cities of their historic flavour amid ethnic cleansing.


The power of governments was greatly extended. State authority buttressed by violence was at the core of the Soviet system and Stalin made public in 1946 his belief that any partial liberalisation allowed during the war should end. In the US, the state played a bigger role in helping business than free-market zealots would care to admit, while the heritage of government research during the war acted as a catalyst for peacetime technological development. The dominant Indian Congress Party aimed to create a strong central government, absorbing hundreds of princely states and creating what became known as the ‘licence Raj’. Mao’s vision of a new China was based on renewed national unity in the image of the old empire with a new ideological overlay. In South America, Peronism made corporatism as directed by the charismatic general its guiding light.


In Europe, nationalisation of key industries and the central banks was widely adopted. After the disasters of the 1930s, Keynesian economics ruled with the acceptance of the state’s role in manipulating aggregate demand to stimulate economic activity for the good of the citizenry at large. Welfare provisions were embraced together with redistributive tax systems. Social mobility increased. Inequalities lessened in many countries as the rich became less rich and the poor less poor.


Obstacles to democracy were reduced as women got the vote and property and wealth restrictions on electoral eligibility were removed. New global institutions came into being in an attempt to spread international collaboration and foster peace. Technology advanced in many fields, often building on wartime innovations. Mechanisation boosted farm productivity, particularly in the United States. The global energy balance shifted, with important geopolitical implications.


However, whatever the aspirations for social justice at home, European powers held on to their colonies across large swathes of the globe, and their influence marked many leaders of nationalist movements, notably in the Raj. Though granting independence to India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Burma, Britain resisted further decolonisation. Herbert Morrison, the deputy prime minister, said giving independence to Africans would be ‘like giving a child a latch-key, a bank account and a shot-gun’. Hugh Dalton, the chancellor of the Exchequer, wrote in his diary of ‘a horrid vision of pullulating, poverty-stricken, diseased nigger communities, for whom one can do nothing in the short run, and now, the more one tries to help them, are querulous and ungrateful’.6


The French Union ensured Paris retained control of a complex structure exploited by the powerful imperial lobby; Socialists joined the centre-right in backing the use of military force in Vietnam and suppression of rebels in Madagascar in the name of defending civilisation. The Dutch army fought Nationalist Republicans in the East Indies. Portugal applied the full toughness of the Salazar dictatorship to its colonies while Belgium, in the words of the historian Martin Meredith, saw the Congo as ‘a valuable piece of real estate that just required good management’ by Brussels.7


•   •   •


What made these thirteen months unique as a crucible of global change was how so much of importance happened at the same time. If we think our present day is crowded with changes and uncertainties, the period covered here was even more challenging both in terms of immediate events and long-term trends, sometimes linked, sometimes self-contained but all with consequences that continue seven decades later.


On 1 June 1947, India and Pakistan were under British imperial rule and the state of Israel did not exist. The United States had become weary of attempts to perpetuate the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union but had not yet committed itself to the vast programme of aid that would revive Western Europe. The Chinese Nationalist government still held most of the country. Germany and Japan were being constrained to ensure they did not threaten world peace once again. Harry Truman was thought to be consigned to inevitable defeat in the 1948 presidential election and the veteran statesman-soldier-philosopher Jan Smuts seemed a solid bulwark against the advance of Afrikanerdom and apartheid in South Africa.


Thirteen months later, the subcontinent was divided into two new nations with a combined population of 380 million and hostilities raged between them in the Himalayas. Jews and Arabs were at war in the Middle East. The Marshall Plan had gone into action, bringing not only material aid but a major psychological boost vitally underpinned by the continuing presence of American troops in Western Europe. The continent was divided into hostile blocs as never before. Czechoslovakia, the one semi-independent country east of the Iron Curtain, had been brought to heel by a Communist putsch. Stalin had created the Cominform to keep the Soviet satellites in line – though Yugoslavia soon declared its independence of Moscow. The US, UK and ten of their allies had launched their eleven-month airlift to beat the Soviet blockade of Berlin as the division of Germany became cemented in ways that suited both sides in the Cold War and the West of the country embarked on economic and political revival. Chinese Communist armies had inflicted a series of major defeats on government forces and were on their way to final victory. Occupation policy had been reversed to allow Japan to grow into a major economic power and the principal American ally in Asia. The white population of South Africa had voted for apartheid, and Harry Truman had found the electoral recipe that would earn him a second term in the White House.


Running through this global saga was an unparalleled cast of adversaries and allies whose characters did much to determine the course of history. It is fashionable to decry the personal factor in the shaping of events, but the nature of those at the top of their countries’ political systems made a huge difference, from the accidental occupant of the White House and the Vozhd in the Kremlin to China’s enemies of two decades and the mutually antagonistic rulers of India and Pakistan and of Israel and the Arab Nations. In their hands, the period yields multiple examples of crisis manipulation and management and the foundation of the international system that is now under strain. Amid all the violence and suffering across much of the globe, these thirteen months provide a relevant and valuable framework and instructive prelude for our times; a period when, for all the deep divisions, the future was often a matter for aspiration and construction.
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PART ONE


A NEW WORLD ORDER




CHAPTER ONE


LEGACY OF WAR


I: THE COST OF VICTORY


‘WAR IN EUROPE OVER. There is absolutely no reason to get up in the mornings any more,’ wrote the photographer Robert Capa in his diary when the news of Germany’s capitulation was announced. Few other people could take such an insouciant attitude as the cataclysm, which had killed an estimated 15 million military personnel and 40 million civilians, gave way to continuing high anxieties and turbulence that escalated beyond any expectations, gathering pace between the summers of 1947 and 1948.1


The conflict had seen a high build-up in industrial output to fuel the war machine on all sides, but, across much of the globe, recovery from the devastation it caused was slow; in some places things actually got worse. In 1947, the United Nations concluded that the previous two years had been ‘characterized by retardation of economic progress’. While the US grew greatly, the potential of many other important countries diminished even more. Inflationary pressures increased. The dollar, the main vehicle for international exchanges, was in critically short supply. ‘The far-reaching post-war dislocations of international trade have remained acute,’ the UN noted in its global report for 1948. ‘Productive facilities were still not generally significantly larger than before the war while progress in agricultural output still lagged seriously in many areas.’2


Wartime destruction stretched from Western Europe to China, where, after occupying Manchuria for six years, Japan launched a full-scale invasion in 1937. Killing and devastation had been indiscriminate. Civilians died in much greater numbers than fighting troops, including 6 million Jews slain in the Holocaust, Slavs and other groups targeted by the Nazis and Asian civilians massacred by the Japanese. The number of Soviet dead has been put officially at 26.6 million though another estimate raised this to 40 million. Anywhere from 15 to 22 million Chinese perished. Ten per cent of the population of Yugoslavia was killed. Of the two defeated Axis powers, Japan lost 2.6–3 million troops and civilians while German deaths amounted to between 5 and 8 million, with several million held as prisoners of war. (In contrast, the US death toll ran to 419,000, and that of the UK and its dominions and colonies to 450,000.)


In some Russian villages, a hundred or more men went off to fight and only five returned. Belarus lost up to 30 per cent of its population. The new weapons of strategic bombing and fire raids on cities took more than 1.5 million lives, followed by the atomic explosions at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which killed up to 250,000. In Germany, which suffered 600,000 civilians killed by bombing, there were 1.6 million disabled veterans and 1.2 million war widows. In Manila, hundreds of thousands of civilians died in the fiercest urban fighting of the Pacific War as Japanese troops killed and raped indiscriminately – a doctor recalled being among only fifty survivors from a group of more than 3,000 men herded together to be killed. A quarter of the inhabitants of Okinawa perished in fighting there after US troops landed in 1945.3


One-third of the wealth of the USSR was destroyed. The damage to the Netherlands was put at one-third of pre-war gross domestic product. In European Russia, the Ukraine and Belarus, which were occupied by the Germans and then pummelled by the Soviet westward offensive, 5 million homes were destroyed, leaving 25 million people without shelter, some living in holes in the ground. Eighty per cent of Warsaw was blown away. ‘Here is a burial ground. Here is death,’ a Polish writer lamented on return to the city. Ten million Germans and 9 million Japanese were homeless. A German Communist arriving in Berlin after the defeat of the Reich described the city as ‘a picture of hell. Fires and ruins, aimless people dressed in rags.’ In France, a million houses were laid waste from the air, most after D-Day; in the Norman town of Saint-Lô, only two hundred of the 2,600 buildings escaped, while 100,000 mines were buried or floated off the beaches of the fashionable resort of Le Touquet. In Finland, the Germans laid waste 35,000 square miles of territory as they retreated, sending 170,000 people fleeing from their homes.4


In France and Italy, the economy ran at 40 per cent of the 1938–9 level. Though Britain had emerged among the victors, the war had cost a quarter of its wealth and put it deeply in debt; exports in 1945 were down by a third and almost half its old markets had been lost, mainly to the US. Coal and steel production in Germany was less than 50 per cent the pre-war level. Half of Hungary’s industrial capacity was devastated in fighting in 1945. In the Philippines, towns, farms and factories had been razed, 80 per cent of schools were in ruins and the sugar industry was devastated. Japan lost a quarter of its national wealth in its quest for regional supremacy. The industrial belt between Tokyo and Yokohama was a mass of rubble.


Famines had killed millions in the later stages of the war in Bengal, China and Vietnam. In Manchuria, 400,000 people were short of food and sometimes starving. In Budapest, 30,000 inhabitants died of hunger at the end of the conflict; ‘the bodies choked the gutters,’ the mayor remembered. In the USSR, an estimated 2 million citizens starved to death during the two years after the end of the war. People ‘survived on grass’ and there were cases of mothers eating their babies in the Ukraine, which had already been the target of the Holodomor famine engineered by Moscow in the 1930s that took some 4 million lives.5


More than half the locomotives and rolling stock were out of service in major European nations; bridge and viaducts were down; canals were blocked; of the big ports, only Bordeaux and Antwerp were still functioning. Ninety per cent of lorries in France were out of service. Fuel was scarce and coal supplies ran short. Becoming prime minister at the Liberation in 1944, Charles de Gaulle described his country as ‘ruined, decimated, torn apart’. In China, only 10 per cent of the rail network was operational, rivers were mined and most shipping had been destroyed.6


The plight of European countries was aggravated by their trade deficits with the US, which meant they had to export everything they could to earn dollars to buy vital imports, reducing the availability of consumer goods and increasing pressure on supplies. Annual price rises hit 60 per cent in France and inflation rose so fast in Hungary that the government stopped collecting taxes because the money in which it was paid was useless by the time it was banked by the treasury; bank notes issued in 1946 had twenty zeros. Queues, hoarding, barter and black markets were the order of the day. Harry Lime, the Third Man black marketer of Vienna, became emblematic of the times, as did the British spiv with his striped drape jacket, garish tie, rakish trilby hat and pencil moustache offering goods that had fallen of the back of a lorry, epitomised by the popular comedian Sid Field’s character of Slasher Green, the cockney wide boy. Spanish landowners circumvented controls to sell grain in a parallel system. Japan had 17,000 ‘blue sky markets’ dealing in black market goods.7


Health care was lacking in many nations. A fifth of the inhabitants of Warsaw were reported to be suffering from tuberculosis. Infant mortality in Vienna was nearly four times the rate in 1938. In Czechoslovakia, premature civilian mortality rose by 100,000 a year, the birth rate declined and there was a high level of disease among babies.8


The UN calculated that average per capita consumption across the globe in 1945–6 was 10 per cent below the pre-war level overall. Harvests were poor; Soviet grain output in 1946 was less than half that of 1940. Arable land had been depleted by fighting. Large numbers of farm animals had been killed – in Western Russia and adjoining territories, 20 million pigs and 11 million horses had died. In Western Europe, more than 100 million people lived on one-third of the average calorie consumption of the United States. In China, a United Nations mission reported that 40 million people were at or barely above starvation level. Japanese plundering and then the collapse of supply chains with its defeat added to the destruction caused by war and the removal of equipment, reducing much of East Asia to, at best, mere self-sufficiency and what one historian described as ‘dilipadation and decrepitude as was not seen in Western Europe’.9


A severe winter in Europe in 1946–7 followed by heavy rains in the west and drought in the east made things even more dire. As Britain suffered the worst blizzards for seventy years, electricity supply was cut to a few hours a day, factories closed and unemployment rose. There was concern about whether the railways could keep operating and the BBC suspended its fledgling television service for a month to save energy. Orme Sargent, the permanent under secretary at the Foreign Office, told a colleague that he expected ‘a very severe slump indeed’.10


The wheat crop in Belgium dropped by 70 per cent. Spanish government policy was summed up as being ‘to avoid starvation’. In Germany, Italy, Greece, Poland, Hungary and Yugoslavia, the level of calories per day was below the ‘temporary maintenance’ level, the UN reported. Similar shortages hit Brazil, Colombia, Chile, Mexico and Peru. Fishery production fell sharply in Asia because of war damage to boats and the sea. Rice, the staple food for almost half the world’s population, was ‘in critically short supply’ according to the international body.11


Truman made the world food crisis the subject of the first televised presidential address from the White House;12 he cancelled state banquets and urged Americans not to eat meat on Tuesdays or poultry or eggs on Thursdays as part of a ‘Save Food for Europe’ campaign. US distilleries were shut down for sixty days to conserve grain to be sent across the Atlantic. Louis Meyer, head of the MGM film studio, decreed that Tuesday would be a meatless day at the commissary when its big star, the collie Lassie, was served a diet of apple pancakes. The Heinz company distributed posters to be put up in shops reading ‘500,000,000 People Are Hungry. DON’T WASTE FOOD.’13


The former American president, Herbert Hoover, whom the president sent to study the food situation in Europe, warned that starvation would open the gates to Communism. After a trip across the ocean in early 1947, Will Clayton, the US Under Secretary of State, reported that ‘Europe is steadily deteriorating . . . One political crisis after another merely denotes the existence of grave economic distress.’ Depending on loans from the United States to keep going, Britain and France would run out of foreign exchange reserves by the end of the year, he warned; Italy even sooner.14


II: BRUTAL NEW WORLD


Whatever the high ideals of the newly created United Nations and declarations of ‘Never Again’, the world conflict left deeply dehumanising effects. Though proclaimed as ‘the good war’, it had seen the shelving of the mutually accepted rules of engagement generally respected in 1914–18. The killing of civilians laid a legacy that infected the psyches of many parts of the world for years after the fighting ended. Morality was often inverted in an age which lived in the shadow of the Holocaust, mass killing of civilians as well as troops and Japan’s brutal attempt to dominate Asia. Inhabitants of countries occupied by the Nazis or the Japanese had come to believe that ‘their patriotic duty was to cheat, to lie, to run a black market, to discredit and to defraud; these habits became ingrained after five years,’ as Belgian Foreign Minister Paul-Henri Spaak put it.15


Once-dominant elites had lost their pre-eminence and the ability to control societies. In Central and Eastern Europe, institutions already sapped by pre-war authoritarian rulers were further weakened. The rights of citizens, the protection of property and the sanctity of life itself had been shown to be fragile. Millions of German and Japanese were held as prisoners of war. Families were split by the fighting, deportation and displacement. Children separated from their parents or living in camps became feral survivors; there were estimated to be 280,000 orphans as a result of the fighting in Yugoslavia alone while, in Germany, 1.5 million children were without parents.16


In the Philippines, criminal gangs armed with wartime weapons robbed banks and staged kidnapping in big cities while guerrillas turned to banditry. In Japan, crime and use of alcohol and drugs increased in what was called the ‘kyodatsu condition’, or ‘state of lethargy’. China’s society was hollowed out; summing up a trip to regions of China held by the Nationalists, the American diplomat, John Melby, wrote of the prevailing ‘despair and decadence and corruption’. The Communist siege of the city of Changchun in Manchuria resulted in more than 100,000 civilian deaths from starvation. A similar death toll was reported at the time as the French put down a rising in Madagascar, while fighting on the Korean island of Jeju involved mass killings.17


Independence for India and Pakistan was accompanied by spreading communal violence on a huge scale between Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. The Viet Minh, the Indonesian Republicans and Nationalists in Madagascar battled colonial authorities, which hit back with counter-attacks. In Palestine, the Zionist army launched a campaign of violence while extremist groups staged terrorist attacks against the Mandate authorities, the Arabs vowed to drive ‘the British to the sea and the Jews to the grave’ and police and troops resorted to increasingly heavy-handed methods.


The Chinese Communists and the Nationalist government both repressed any form of opposition. A generally sympathetic American journalist who visited areas in the north occupied by the People’s Liberation Army described the ‘extermination of large sections of the population’. A Norwegian missionary told of landlords being hung up by their toes or thumbs, whipped with thorns, their arms and legs broken, starved to death or sent out as beggars with the death sentence for anybody found giving them alms.18


In parts of Eastern and Northern Europe, where the Nazis had found willing local collaborators, partisans fought bitter wars against the Soviets; 70,000 Red Army soldiers, militias and death squads were needed to suppress the ‘Forest Brothers’ of the Baltic states. The Greek government clamped down ruthlessly on Communists, whose army raided villages, press-ganged peasants into service and sent children to be brought up in Communist neighbouring states. French resistance fighters set up summary tribunals to execute collaborators and women accused of having slept with Germans had their heads shaved before being paraded through the streets.


Tito made the royalist Chetnik resistance army his first target once the Germans were gone as well as wreaking revenge on Croatian fascists who had slaughtered Serbs in death camps. In neighbouring Albania, Enver Hoxha liquidated non-Communist partisans in a settling of scores that would lead to the killing and imprisonment of hundreds of thousands of people.


Women were often particular targets. The convulsions at the end of the Raj were accompanied by mass rapes and abductions of victims to be sold to brothels or to private clients; those who escaped were often rejected by their families as shameful. Soviet troops raped an estimated 1.4 million women in East Prussia, Pomerania and Silesia; a woman in a camp in East Prussia said she had suffered 128 times. The historian Antony Beevor put the number of rapes by the Red Army in Germany at 2 million. An estimated half a million Hungarian women suffered, as did 100,000 Romanians. In the northern half of Korea, Soviet troops duplicated the rapes and pillage of their comrades in Europe.19


When the Yugoslav Communist Milovan Djilas raised the subject with Stalin, the Vozhd replied that it was understandable if ‘a soldier who has crossed thousands of kilometres through blood and fire and death has fun with a woman or takes some trifle’. Though recent studies have highlighted brutality by some American troops, and French soldiers attacked women in the Black Forest region, there was nothing comparable on the Western Front, while the Japanese were amazed at the generally good behaviour of the occupation forces. The US occupation chief in Germany, General Lucius Clay, remarked, ‘We began to look like angels, not because we’re angels, but we looked that in comparison to what was going on in Eastern Europe.’20


In a re-ordering of the global map, territories from the middle of Europe to Korea were divided, the apparatus of governments split and populations subjected to mass movements, either enforced or motivated by fear – and without the right to return to their old homes. Germany and Austria were cut into separate occupation zones for each of the wartime Allies. Palestine was partitioned. Asia was fragmented with China in the grip of civil war, Japan on its knees, Korea split and significant parts of Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaya and the Philippines were outside the control of the central authorities. Anticipating defeat in the civil war on the mainland, Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists prepared to split the island of Formosa (now Taiwan) from the mainland following its return to China’s sovereignty after half a century of Japanese occupation, looting and repressing the indigenous population as they prepared their safe haven.


The USSR was the major beneficiary of the re-drawing of frontiers, which introduced changes of sovereignty that endure to this day. It took 70,000 square miles of territory from Poland, which was partially compensated with 40,000 square miles of what had been East Prussia and German Silesia, and a new frontier on the line of the Oder and Neisse rivers decided at the last Allied summit at Potsdam. Pursuing a Tsarist-era expansion course designed to ensure the security of the Russian heartland, Moscow held on to Red Army conquests in the three Baltic states, from which half a million people were deported between 1944 and 1949 in an attempt to make the region more subservient. It acquired western Ukraine (from Poland), the port city of Königsberg/Kaliningrad (from Germany) and part of the Carpathian region (from Czechoslovakia) as well as one-tenth of Finland’s territory, a fifth of its industrial capacity and important ports. To the south and east, it asserted control of the Black Sea littoral with acquisition of Bessarabia and Bukovina (from Romania) as well as the Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands off its north Pacific coast, which it had taken from Japan.


In China, an official with the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency wrote of 50 million ‘homeless, wandering people [in] the greatest trek in history’ after eight years of war. More than 12 million people fled their homes or were driven out in a ceaseless movement between Hindu, Muslim and Sikh regions as the Raj was divided. Fighting in Java and Sumatra between the Dutch and Indonesian Republicans is estimated to have uprooted 7 million people. The number of people who fled from the north of Korea to the south was put by American estimates at 400,000. Japan absorbed a flood of settlers and military personnel who returned to their home country after being expelled from lands which had fallen under Tokyo’s imperial expansion, nearly 3 million of them from China.21


The partition of Palestine and creation of Israel led to the displacement of some 700,000 Palestinians and the sacking of 400–600 villages in what Arabs called the ‘al-Nakba’, ‘the catastrophe’. Half a million Jews travelled from East Europe and Arab countries to Israel. The Zionist authorities paid Romania and Bulgaria $5 million to allow 160,000 migrants to depart. Nearly 40 per cent of Jews living in Egypt left after a wave of killings, detentions and confiscations while a pogrom and destruction of the synagogue in Aleppo precipitated flight from Syria.


Nations and cities changed their nature as living cheek-by-jowl with those of different ethnic groups or religions was no longer the norm. Instead, people defined themselves by what they thought they were or how they were told to think of themselves. Integrated, if imperfect, communities were destroyed in the interest of settling old scores or in pursuit of Stalin’s idea that rule by a single ethnic group was the best guarantee of stability since the culture and roots of minorities might threaten imposed uniformity. As Wɬadysɬaw Gomulka, the general secretary of the Polish Communist Party, put it, ‘countries are built on national lines and not on multinational lines’, though the only permissible national identity in the Soviet sphere of influence was the one approved in Moscow. Hindu zealots saw no place for Muslims in India unless they conformed religiously, and Muslims responded with massacres of Hindus and Sikhs. David Ben-Gurion thought that the fewer Arabs in the new Jewish state the better. Chaim Weizmann, the Zionist patriarch, believed Palestine should be ‘as Jewish as England is English’, while Arab leaders spoke of driving out both the Jews and the British.22


The Holocaust had wiped out the Jewish professional class of doctors, businessmen, lawyers, scientists and teachers in countries occupied by the Nazis and the mixture of peoples, cultures and traditions that had characterised the heyday of the Hapsburg Empire was as unacceptable to Stalin as it had been to Hitler. Class warriors equated the bourgeoisie with Fascism. Some 20 million people were moved from their homes in Central and Eastern Europe in what the British prime minister, Clement Attlee, called ‘one of the most horrible events in human history’. A million and a half were lodged in camps for displaced persons. The New York Times correspondent Anne O’Hare McCormick wrote that ‘the scale of this resettlement, and the conditions in which it takes place, are without precedent in history. No one seeing its horrors first hand can doubt that it is a crime against humanity.’23


Those expelled included 12–13 million Germans, some of whom could trace family trees there dating back seven centuries. Most came from Czechoslovakia, whose president Edvard Beneš warned them, ‘Woe woe, woe thrice woe to the Germans, we will liquidate you,’ and from land taken by Poland where the wartime leader Stanisɬaw Mikoɬajczyk held that it was ‘impossible for people of Polish and German extraction to co-exist in one state’. The low-lying eastern farmlands which had been Germany’s granary and home of the Junkers were reduced to empty space and deserted villages; ‘the fields were fallow, the weeds thigh-high,’ a British journalist wrote after driving between Berlin and Warsaw. ‘Shutters flapped and doors creaked, dirty curtains flew out of empty windows. Inside, furniture and beds, even sideboards and cupboards stood complete with their contents, rain-soaked, filthy, abandoned.’24


Half a million Germans died in the population movement and as many were unaccounted for. Some were massacred as they made their way west packed into railway wagons or pillaged by bandits. Women were taken off to be raped and never returned. An observer recorded that one group arriving in Berlin, some freezing to death, were ‘more cattle than human beings, more dead than alive’. A militia made up mainly of young men, many of whom had been pressed into labour service by the Nazis and were out for revenge, terrorised those leaving Poland. In a Silesian camp commanded by a sadistic eighteen-year-old, nearly 6,500 people died, 828 of them children.25


Lucius Clay reckoned that the flow of refugees who did get through increased the population of the US and British occupation zones of Germany by 20 per cent. Apart from the drain on scarce supplies, the newcomers were different from the locals in culture, language and background. Four hundred thousand would still be in camps in 1950 without jobs. The scale of the movement of people also weighed heavily on Austria – divided, like Germany, among the four powers – which became the destination for a million refugees but had trouble feeding its own inhabitants.26


Despite the horrors of Nazi rule, anti-Semitism remained visceral in parts of Europe. There was resentment at the relatively high proportion of Jews among the new rulers who arrived from Moscow with the Red Army. Nor could concentration camp survivors count on a good welcome home in countries such as France, where they were seen as embarrassing evidence of collaboration.


Poland witnessed more than three hundred attacks on Jews between 1944 and 1946; forty-two were massacred and fifty seriously injured in the town of Kielce, where Jews returning from concentration camps had claimed back their homes and mobs ran riot after rumours were spread of gentile children being ritually murdered for their blood to be used to make matzos. Police and armed workers joined in. In the next four months, an estimated 100,000 Jews left Poland, many joining others who fled to Palestine.


Stalin had always been suspicious of Jews and his anti-Semitism grew as he aged: ‘every Jew is a nationalist and an agent of American intelligence,’ he would say. In Soviet thinking, the class struggle took precedence over genocide and the Jewish sense of community and identity ran counter to the required homogenisation of society. As Hersh Smolar, a resistance leader in Minsk and a prominent cultural figure in post-war Poland, put it, ‘If there turn out to be some people who are going to buzz on like flies about some sort of supposedly higher and more essential Jewish national goals, then we will eliminate those people from our society.’27




CHAPTER TWO


NEW DEPARTURES


I: THE STATE EXPANDS


For all the turbulence that followed the end of the world war, this was a time of major social, economic and political change which would become embedded as a new world took root. The escalation of government involvement on behalf of citizens at large appeared the best way to repay the sacrifices made during the conflict. Redistributive tax and wage policies, the destruction of assets of the rich and the enhanced power of organised labour were deemed necessary to diminish inequality. Governments and political parties of the left promised justice and reform to alter society radically. In the US, the slice of income taken by the wealthiest 10 per cent of the population declined.


In the UK, the Labour Party sent Churchill into opposition with its victory in the 1945 election on a platform that promised sweeping economic and social change. Post-war governments in Western Europe contained Socialists and Communists alongside Christian Democrats but few from the right. New regimes revolutionised East and Central Europe in coalitions that morphed to the Soviet model. In Asia, with 47 per cent of the world’s population, state power seemed to many the only path to progress. India’s Congress Party brought in the ‘licence Raj’ while the looming Communist victory in China heralded the establishment of the strong centralised authority the country had lacked. In Australia, the Labour government of the fiscally prudent Joseph Chifley introduced a raft of social reform while transforming the wartime economy into a peacetime regime that boosted prosperity. In South Africa, the implementation of apartheid brought a big expansion of the state in pursuit of social engineering on a national scale.


The reaction to the destruction of the war and the failure of laissez-faire economics in the 1920s and 1930s was the adoption of central planning and nationalisation and the pursuit of increased output. Soviet Five-Year Plans set elevated targets and France embarked on an ambitious programme of state planning under the future ‘Father of Europe’, Jean Monnet.1 ‘Produce, produce and produce more [as] the highest form of your duty as Frenchmen,’ the Communist leader, Maurice Thorez, exhorted miners.2


Public spending surged to 20–30 per cent of national wealth in Western Europe. As welfare provisions expanded, people came to regard health care, education, housing, employment and pensions as rights owed to them by the state. Sweden’s path-setting Social Democrats developed a comprehensive system of health insurance, pensions, child and rent allowances and the expansion of education in a system that combined private enterprise production and socialised consumption under agreement between employers and unions to enshrine industrial peace as a national interest. Post-war reconstruction of cities produced housing estates and town planning. Le Corbusier began work on his giant steel and concrete Cité Radieuse apartment buildings in Marseilles as a model project. State-sponsored culture blossomed – popular theatres in France, the BBC’s Third Programme, city arts programmes in Germany.


Trade unions gained increased power. In Britain, they constituted virtually an arm of government, while in France and Italy they became the blunt instrument for Communist parties. Across the Atlantic, where Truman wanted to continue Roosevelt’s policy of using the federal state to bolster the capitalist system, labour power was on display in strikes on the railways, coal mines, steel mills, automobile manufacturers, meat packing, film studios and mortuaries. While the Republican majority returned to Congress in 1946 ensured the United States remained firmly on the capitalist path, the Full Employment Act proclaimed that it was the duty of government to ‘foster the general welfare’ and promote ‘conditions under which there will be afforded useful employment for those able, willing, and seeking to work; and to promote maximum employment, production, and purchasing power’. Truman’s State of the Union message in 1948 called for a national health insurance scheme, increased support for farmers and education along with a big increase in the minimum wage and a cost-of-living credit to all taxpayers to be paid for by raising corporate taxes.3


Still, while parties of the left could benefit from the discredit accruing to the right for its pre-war performance and, in some places, collaboration with Fascism, the centre revived in the form of new Christian Democratic parties – the CDU in Germany, Democrazia Cristiana in Italy, the MRP in France, and the Volksbeweging in the Netherlands. In the United States, the Republicans, preaching reduced government spending and limits on labour rights, were confident of capturing the White House in 1948 after an absence of sixteen years. International capital was strengthened.


Internationally, the US-led international financial system gained its third leg when the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) went into operation at the start of 1948 following the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank. Bringing together twenty-three nations, it introduced 45,000 tariff concessions affecting $10 billion in trade.


In other areas of co-operation between nations, the World Health Organization (WHO) was brought into being and twenty-one countries became inaugural members of the Organization of American States (OAS). A conference in Geneva agreed to set up an International Civil Aviation Organization. As well as the Security Council and General Assembly, the United Nations operated councils and sub-units covering each continent, social, economic and fiscal matters, statistics, population, children, labour, food and agriculture. As the post-war order evolved, there was also a constant stream of bilateral economic agreements – seventy were concluded in the first three months of 1948 alone.4


II: SOCIETIES SHIFT, TECHNOLOGY ADVANCES


Even if the world was male-dominated, women built on their wartime service to establish their role in society – though, in the Soviet Union, the nearly one million female gunners, snipers and pilots were told that their primary duty was now motherhood. Female participation in the workforce rose. In Japan, where the Americans insisted that women get the vote, they not only went to the polls in greater numbers than men at the 1945 elections, but seventy-nine ran for seats in the House of Representatives, thirty-nine successfully.


After decades of opposition from the right and from republican politicians afraid of the influence of the Catholic Church on them, women won the vote at last in France, where Marthe Richard, a former prostitute and spy turned Christian Democratic politician, got state brothels closed in 1946. Education became more widespread for both sexes. In Britain, the government aimed to create a million more school places and Cambridge University accepted full degrees for women. Across the Atlantic, the GI Bill led to a stream of veterans attending universities and vocational colleges.


The assumption of the supremacy of white colonialism had crumbled with the surrender of 85,000 British and Dominion troops to 36,000 Japanese at Singapore, the fall of Hong Kong, the capitulation of 93,000 Dutch troops in Indonesia and the readiness of Vichy French to work under the victorious Asian in Indochina. The power and privileges of feudal rulers who had worked with the Europeans was also seriously hit, most dramatically in the absorption of the more than 555 princely states by the new nations of India and Pakistan.


Though European monarchs who had spent the war years in London returned home, their powers were reduced in the new political and social environment. A referendum in Italy dethroned the House of Savoy in favour of a republic. The new governments in the east of the Continent forced their monarchs, many of them descendants of Queen Victoria, to abdicate; in Romania, the Communist Party leader pointed a revolver at King Michael to get him to agree to step down. More broadly, the traditional European ruling classes were edged out or more forcibly dispossessed. ‘Everything is going nowadays,’ King George VI said to the writer Vita Sackville-West, whose family home was being taken over by the National Trust. ‘I shall also have to go.’ In fact, the resistance of royal houses to eviction was considerable; the British monarch held on, as did his peers in Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Greece, Egypt, Transjordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran and South East Asia.5


Emperor Hirohito of Japan, who was fortunate not to be tried as a war criminal, was described by an American correspondent in 1945 as ‘a tired, pathetic little man about five foot two inches in height, in a badly cut striped grey suit, with trousers a couple of inches too short. He has a pronounced facial tic and his right shoulder twitches constantly. When he walks, he throws his right leg a little sideways as if he had no control over it.’ But by 1947, Hirohito was more at home in public and attracted huge crowds on tours of the country, some waving the banned flag of the rising sun. Conservative politicians, who were re-emerging and winning American backing, jostled to join the imperial train and motorcades that took on the appearance of victory parades as Hirohito started to assert his political role once again.6


•   •   •


This was a time of great technological advances, some based on military innovations from the war turned to civilian use, backed financially by governments and companies convinced of the value of investing in research and development for power or profit. ‘Science has been in the wings,’ a leading engineer, Vannevar Bush,7 wrote to Truman. ‘It should be brought to the centre of the stage – for in it lies much of our hope for the future.’ In keeping with that spirit, the US government became a major patron of scientific inquiry, sponsoring the National Science Foundation and extensive university research as munitions factories were transformed for civilian purposes. The concentration of the latest technology in the West deepened the divide with under-developed nations as most of the 2.5 billion people on earth had little or no access to it. As a result, while many developed nations became more equal societies, the inequality between richer and poorer countries widened – life expectancy in the former was twice that in the latter.8


The transistor was demonstrated at Bell Labs in California at the end of 1947. Under the professor and academic administrator Frederick Terman, Stanford University was built up as a great centre for technical excellence. At Harvard, Howard Aitken and colleagues worked on the electro-mechanical Mark computer for the American navy. The American mathematician Claude Shannon formulated information theory. The Hungarian-British physicist Dennis Gabor developed the hologram. The first modern use of the ‘computer’ was recorded. The AT&T company offered the first mobile telephone service. A 200-inch telescope was unveiled in California. Bing Crosby made the first pre-recorded radio broadcast. French engineer Constant Martin invented the clavioline electronic keyboard, precursor of the synthesiser.


The development of the antibiotic Streptomycin made effective treatment possible for tuberculosis. The Zika virus was isolated in the Ugandan forest of that name. Defibrillation was used for the first time and the anti-thyroid drug was introduced in the USA. In Italy, insecticides, which formed part of American aid, brought under control the deadly malaria that had been a scourge, particularly in the Po Valley and the marshlands around Rome. DDT was sprayed from aircraft and 3 million Italians had their bodies daubed with the chemical.9


The global energy balance was shifting as increasing Middle Eastern oil output heightened the region’s strategic importance. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company was a UK crucial asset, making more money out of oil than the government in Teheran. In Saudi Arabia, where the biggest oil field to date was discovered at Ghawar in 1948,10 an alliance of Bedouin rulers and Texas oilmen produced a state within a state in the shape of the Aramco company with its own ports, roads, towns and schools. A US consortium put up the unheard-of sum of $7.5 million cash, a minimum annual royalty of $625,000 and 15 per cent of the profits for Kuwait’s Neutral Zone concession, throwing in a million-dollar yacht for the Amir as part of the deal. The independent operator, J. Paul Getty, paid even more for the Saudi concession in the zone.


Everyday life was radically changed by the widespread application of pre-war inventions such as plastics, polystyrene, polyethylene and synthetic rubber. The 5,000 television sets in the US at the end of the war rose to 350,000 in 1948 before increasing sixfold the following year. The Republican and Democratic conventions of 1948 were held in the same city, Philadelphia, partly to enable the first television coverage of both.


Refrigeration, vacuum cleaners and other appliances spread through households in the US and then in other developed nations where plastic became ubiquitous. The first long-playing records became available. The Michelin company commercialised the radial tyre. The American Harold Land, with 535 patents to his name, produced the Polaroid camera. A six-foot-tall microwave oven was available for $5,000.11 Earl Tupper launched the food containers that bore his name. Teflon began to coat pots and pans. The Frisbee was launched. A resident of Newtown, Connecticut, set about commercialising a word game he called Scrabble.


Experts who had worked for the Nazis turned their skills to the American space programme; a rhesus monkey given the name of Albert was fired to an altitude of 39 miles on a rocket – he died of suffocation during the flight. Visitors from other planets were said to have been spotted in Washington State, to have landed in New Mexico and to have made off with an airliner that disappeared in the Andes.


The Air Travel Plan pioneered by American Airlines and the Air Transport Association became the first internationally valid charge card. A Frenchman promoted bikini swimsuits which, he said, had to be small enough to be pulled through a wedding ring, but met with little initial success. The Land Rover was exhibited for the first time at the Amsterdam Motor Show. A Scottish woman used her sewing machine to run off four hundred Paddi disposable nappies with a cellulose pad inside a plastic baby garment made of old parachutes – they went into full production in the early 1950s. Christian Dior launched his New Look fashion line of wasp-waisted, full-pleated ‘Satan red’ gowns as a flamboyant response to post-war austerity; when the new mode was staged for a photo shoot in the streets of Montmartre, angry women attacked the models to protest at such profligacy.12


The era saw the publication of Under the Volcano, Exercises in Style and The Heart of the Matter. The Caucasian Chalk Circle and The Maids were put on stage while Bicycle Thieves, Red River, Monsieur Verdoux, Springtime in a Small Town, The Lady from Shanghai and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre hit the screen. Primo Levi’s account of Auschwitz, If This is a Man, was published in an edition of 2,500 copies and George Orwell worked on Nineteen Eighty-Four while suffering from tuberculosis on the island of Jura. Robert Capa, Henri Cartier-Bresson and other leading photographers created the Magnum agency to exploit the possibilities of ‘minicameras and maxi-minds’, as one of the founders put it.13


Anne Frank’s diaries were published, as were the war memoirs of Churchill and Eisenhower. Toscanini conducted the NBC Symphony Orchestra to take classical music to a mass audience. The revolutionary Kinsey Report on sexual behaviour was published in the United States, where Freud’s teachings were setting the conventional wisdom for explaining why people acted as they did. Across the Atlantic, the initial Edinburgh International Festival was held and Princess Elizabeth and Philip Mountbatten were married in Westminster Abbey. The first organised group of 492 Caribbean emigrants arrived in Britain from Kingston, Jamaica, on the Empire Windrush liner. Most of the men had served in the British forces during the war; the Nationality Act of 1948 entitled any Commonwealth subject to settle in the UK.14


The Olympics resumed with the 1948 summer games in London (the US topped the medals table with eighty-four followed by Sweden with forty-four and France with twenty-nine; the host nation netted twenty-three). Pope Pius XII ensured the Catholic Church remained conservative. Amid a religious boom in America, Billy Graham began his career as an evangelist and Martin Luther King Jnr entered a theological seminary. The influential Egyptian Islamist theorist, Sayyid Qutb, went to the United States, where he disapproved of the sexuality of women, found artistic tastes primitive and dismissed jazz as invented to satisfy the ‘primitive inclinations’ of black people, ‘as well as their desire to be noisy on the one hand and to excite bestial tendencies on the other’.15


The US brought the first jet bomber, the B-45 Tornado, into service. The USSR showed off a range of new military jets and a Tupolev heavy bomber modelled on the US Boeing Superfortress. Commercial planes became bigger and faster, changing the nature of air transport. American and British jets broke the sound barrier, and a British pilot set an altitude record. Round-the-world airline flights were inaugurated. The UK’s Bristol Aeroplane Company worked on plans for a huge transatlantic airliner, the Brabazon, with eighty sleeping berths, a dining room, cinema, promenade and bar.16 Howard Hughes piloted his five-store-high flying boat, nicknamed the ‘Spruce Goose’ and designed to carry 750 troops, 150,000 lbs of cargo or two Sherman tanks on its first and only flight over one mile in California. Recurrent air accidents killed hundreds of passengers and crew in a dozen countries. On the high seas, the Cunard line anticipated a revival of up-scale cruising by launching the luxurious 34,000-tonne Caronia ‘Green Goddess’,17 which set a new transatlantic speed record, while the Kon-Tiki raft skippered by the Norwegian ethnologist and explorer Thor Heyerdahl crossed the Pacific to show the historic possibility of migration across the ocean.


On the ground, California built the 800-mile highway between its borders with Mexico and Oregon as part of a $2.4 billion plan for a 14,000-mile state highway system. The southern part of the state, centred on Los Angeles, became the hub of an automobile culture with its multi-lane roads, drive-ins, motels, coffee shops, filing stations and ‘exaggerated modern’ architecture of cantilevered plate-glass and parabolic roofs. In Siberia, work began on the 2,700-mile Baikal-Amur mainline railway which would take a quarter of a century to complete.18


France’s Citroën company launched the cheap, innovative Deux Chevaux motor car with its front-wheel drive, unique suspension and detachable doors and roof. The bombed Volkswagen plant in Wolfsburg, Germany was partially restored under a British engineer who went to work in uniform to make sure his instructions were followed; by 1946 it was turning out a thousand vehicles a month, though the lack of roofing and windows meant work had to stop when it rained. Ferrari began to produce commercial cars, and Porsche and Saab went into business. A British Vincent Black Shadow motorcycle set a world record of 150 miles an hour at Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah, the driver perched horizontally wearing only bathing trunks, a rubber cap and sneakers.




CHAPTER THREE


THE SUPERPOWERS


I: SHINING HOUR


Though the conditions were different from those he had envisaged and it was the Americans rather than the British who took the lead, the 1835 prophecy of French writer and sometime politician Alexis de Tocqueville appeared to be being borne out. ‘There are now two great nations in the world which, starting from different points, seem to be advancing towards the same goal; the Russians and the Anglo-Americans,’ he had written. ‘Each seems called by some secret design of Providence one day to hold in its hands the destinies of half the world.’ Or, as Hitler had proclaimed in his testament in April 1945, ‘With the defeat of the Reich . . . there will remain in the world only two Great Powers capable of confronting each other – the United States and Soviet Russia . . . The laws of both history and geography will compel these two Powers to a trial of strength, either military or in the fields of economics and ideology.’ For Dean Acheson, the Under Secretary of State, ‘Not since Rome and Carthage, has there been such a polarisation of power on earth.’1


The population of the two nations was broadly comparable – 170 million in the USSR to 145 million in the USA. Each had a political, economic and social model that claimed to offer a new way ahead in an age when progress was seen as entirely attainable.


The confrontation that followed the defeat of the Axis powers may have surprised some, but it merely heightened a hostility stretching back at least to the Bolshevik Revolution. The 1930s had been notable for the lack of understanding between Moscow and Western capitals, including the absent Washington. Hitler had brought together the two sides of this ideological divide; now that the common threat was removed and the territorial make-up of Europe had altered, it was hardly surprising that the conflict should resume, the Soviet zone’s advance to the Oder–Neisse line and the weakness of Germany bringing Communism and democracy into direct contact with the vital difference from the inter-war period that the United States was now not only in the game but the prime player on one front.


In stark contrast to the dire state of much of the world, the United States emerged from the great conflict in strong and confident mode. Though it had fought on two fronts and spent more than $4 trillion on the war effort, its territory had remained unscathed since Pearl Harbor. With its vastly superior resources in everything from industry and armaments to food and soft power, and protected by two vast oceans, it was in an unchallengeable position, the world’s major source of both supply and demand, supremely sure of the superiority of its way of life, its political and economic systems, and its consumer society.


If the war had been won by machine tools as much as by machine guns, no power had pursued the industrialisation of conflict more than the United States. The resulting economic activity finally brought recovery from the Great Depression, with rising consumer demand and a doubling of industrial output in the war years. With economic primacy came the predominant role for the dollar with what would later be termed2 its ‘exorbitant privilege’ of being the world’s dominant reserve currency. America was home to the biggest multi-national manufacturing and technological corporations, and its financial institutions moved into the international gap left by the impact of the conflict and post-war politics on European banking houses. It controlled two-thirds of the world’s financial reserves, its strength and wealth enabling it to offer other countries security and a rules-based international trading system, which was certainly in its interests but also seen by democratic governments abroad as being in theirs.


Industrial production in late 1947 was 63 per cent above a decade earlier and exports were up by more than four times. Such was the American predominance that the UN report on the world economy for 1947 noted that the big fear was that ‘any serious decline of production, employment and incomes in the United States may have devastating deflationary effect on the economies of other parts of the world’.3


Leadership of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the GATT trading arrangement meant that it was not only the prime player but also managed the system in the developed non-Soviet nations while using them for what has been called ‘vectors for plugging countries into the liberal order created by the United States’. Realising how the absence from global affairs before the war had harmed not only the world but also their own country, its leaders accepted an international role commensurate with its strength, hoping, in the words of future president Bill Clinton, that foreigners would be ‘more impressed by the power of our example than the example of our power’. American thinkers who provided the intellectual framework for the new role pointed to the way their country, as a freeloader in the inter-war period, had failed to take Britain’s place as the prime contributor to global security, leaving the Axis powers free to act as the world descended into economic depression and political anarchy. That now had to change, in the interests of the United States and the broader international community of like-minded nations.4


This role was given a solid domestic political base by the bilateral approach engineered by Truman and Senator Arthur Vandenberg, who overrode the more isolationist sentiments of fellow members of the Republican majority in Congress. Vandenberg had once been opposed to international entanglement, but said Pearl Harbor had ‘ended isolationism for any realist’; now, he declared that ‘the greatest nation on earth either justifies or surrenders its leadership. We must choose . . . I can only say I prefer my choice of responsibilities.’ Though his party belittled the president at every turn, the senator from Michigan insisted on the importance of a bipartisan foreign policy that meant ‘a mutual effort . . . to unite our official voice at the water’s edge so that America speaks with maximum authority against those who would divide us and conquer us and the free world’. ‘We could not have gotten much closer unless I sat in Vandenberg’s lap or he sat in mine,’ Secretary of State George Marshall remarked. The domestic cohesion gave America’s global policy enormous strength.5


While Europe struggled to survive, for America, the post-war world was the age of the middle class and those who aspired to join it. Jobs were generally secure. The birth rate hit a record 4.7 million in 1947 following an unprecedented 2.2 million couples getting married the previous year.6 Though Socialism was a dirty word, increased government spending provided a safety net. Subsidised mortgages for returning GIs meant millions could afford to buy homes; residential construction increased fifteen times between 1944 and 1950. William Levitt launched the biggest private housing project in the country’s history in 1947 on 4,000 acres of potato farms on Long Island, its units made in assembly-line fashion, each with a tree in the front yard. Residents were required to cut the grass round their houses at least once a week and were forbidden to hang laundry outside on weekends and holidays.7


Defence Secretary James Forestall worried that demobilisation would make it impossible to deploy troops on the scale which might be required to back up the new global role. But the country’s military might now lay primarily in more modern projections of force epitomised by the atomic weapon – the arsenal consisted of only a dozen bombs in 1946 but was to be increased to fifty by the end of 1948. After a huge build-up of its aviation industry that had seen 2 million workers producing nearly 300,000 planes during the war,8 the US had the biggest strategic air force and a fleet of some 6,000 vessels, 1,200 of them major fighting ships – 70 per cent of the world’s total. It, or its allies, controlled the choke points on shipping routes: Panama, Suez, the Malacca Strait.


Truman wanted to continue the legacy of the Roosevelt era in its extraordinary construction programme that included building 650,000 miles of roads, 78,000 bridges and 40,000 schools. Abroad, as befitted its wealth, the US was the world’s big donor – in the eight years after the end of the war its aid would total $44 billion, $13 billion of it in the Marshall Plan for Europe ($140 billion in 2017 value). It underwrote the recovery of its two principal wartime foes; as Truman put it in his memoirs, ‘Never before in history has one nation faced so vast an undertaking as that confronting the United States of repairing and salvaging the victors as well as the vanquished.’9


There was, however, a big scar running through this positive story of the exceptional nation, though it was not one that was specific to the United States – racism. As Roosevelt took care to keep Southern Democrats on side for the New Deal, his administration’s liberalism had not extended to black citizens – even public housing projects were strictly segregated. After the war, the South saw lynchings and attacks on returning Afro-American military veterans. Jim Crow electoral laws remained in force along with ‘whites only’ public facilities and transport. In the northern suburbs of cities like Chicago, black workers migrating from the southern states were often crowded into what became ghettos. It was not until 1947 that Jackie Robinson broke the baseball colour line by appearing for the Brooklyn Dodgers. Levittown touted itself as offering ‘A New Way of Life’, but homes there were for Caucasians only. ‘As a Jew, I have no room in my mind or heart for racial prejudice,’ its developer said. ‘But, I have come to know that if we sell one house to a Negro family, then 90 or 95 per cent of our white customers will not buy into the community.’10


World-weary Europeans could easily see Americans as naïve and insensitive to the Old World. The Spanish writer, Salvador de Madariaga called the US ‘a land of boys who refuse to grow up’, while the British intellectual Harold Nicolson wrote that though its people were ‘decent folk in every way, they tread on traditions in a way that hurts’. A transatlantic exodus took a stream of American writers to Paris in search of inspiration they could not find at home or, in the case of James Baldwin, Richard Wright and jazz musicians, to escape from racism at home.11


But the new global presence of the United States boosted English as the main global language while blue jeans and dark glasses were symbols of modernity and swing music echoed around the globe. America became the centre for modern art and architecture, cinema, fiction and music. Its advertising and marketing helped to standardise language and exported new terms to foreign lands. People in Western Europe and parts of Asia might resent GIs for their easy money and sometimes gauche manners but, as the French writer Simone de Beauvoir put it, they also appeared to many as ‘the incarnation of freedom’.12


Norman Mailer published The Naked and the Dead, Robert Lowell won a Pulitzer Prize for his first collection of poetry, A Streetcar Named Desire and Kiss Me Kate hit Broadway while Elia Kazan and Lee Strasberg opened the Actor’s Studio to teach the Method way of acting in keeping with what the artist Mark Rothko described as ‘the secret of direct access to the wild terror and suffering which lay at the bottom of human existence’. With London, Paris and Berlin impoverished by war, New York could well feel entitled to proclaim itself ‘the capital of the world’.13 The foundations of rock and roll were being laid by songs like Roy Brown’s ‘Good Rocking Tonight’ and Louis Jordan with five consecutive number-one hits. As bebop took jazz into its third age, Manhattan was, even more than before, the heart of the country’s original music, from 52nd Street to Minton’s, the Apollo Theatre and the 10,000-square-foot Savoy Ballroom, reaching to Carnegie Hall, where Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie fronted their big band at a historic concert.14


In the US, there was a general belief that, in the words of the wartime song, this was the American nation’s shining hour. What had worked for the New Deal would work for the rest of the world, be it in free markets or great public utility projects on the model of the Tennessee Valley Authority. Victory over Germany and Japan boosted the self-confidence ingrained into the national narrative of the exodus from the Old World covered by divine providence, which offered the prospect of affluence to everybody who signed up along with a culture filled with faith in itself.


Not that the new international role weighed heavily on most Americans at a time when, as one senior figure put it, ‘most people wanted simply to go to the movies and drink Coke’ while their country exulted in its model of modernity distinct from the old and troubled world of Europe. Clement Attlee thought that it was not until the Berlin crisis of 1948 that ‘the American public really wakened up to the fact of life’. The growth of escapist entertainment reflected the desire of Americans to put the war and Great Depression behind them, with the sudden stardom of Jerry Lewis showing a desire to indulge in what his New York Times obituary described as ‘a long-suppressed taste for silliness’ in a ‘dialectic between adult and infant, assurance and anxiety, bitter experience and wide-eyed innocence, that generated a powerful image of post-war America, a gangly young country suddenly dominant on the world stage’.15


The writer Martha Gellhorn entitled a series of articles written after a motor trip through small-town America ‘Journey through a peaceful land’. She contrasted the sense of permanence and peace she found there with




the reality of most of the world now [which] is hunger and desolation, gutted houses and factories, the car that lies by pocked with bullet holes at the side of the road, the burned-out tank, the ration tickets, the black market, the hopelessly repaired cloths, the cracked shoes and the wretched allotment of coal. I do not see how anyone can make that reality clear to Americans because they have not felt it and experience is not communicated through the mind.16




Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s normally phlegmatic lieutenant, was moved to declare that ‘We believe our dynamic democracy is the best in the world.’ The magazine publisher Henry Luce advised that ‘Americans must be the elder brother of nations in the brotherhood of man’, though he also recognised the global responsibility that came with this, warning that ‘It is no longer the case that we can lie in the sun without having to worry about the Koreans and the Azerbaijanis.’17


As the novelist Philip Roth would recall, looking back to his New Jersey boyhood after the war,




America from 1941 to 1945 had been unified in purpose as never before. Later, a collective sense of America as the center of the most spectacular of the post-war world’s unfolding dramas was born not just out of chauvinistic triumphalism but out of a realistic appraisal of the undertaking behind the victory of 1945, a feat of human sacrifice, physical effort, industrial planning and military mobilization – a marshalling of communal morale that would have seemed unattainable during the Great Depression of the previous decade.18




II: SECURITY FIRST


The Soviet Union’s size of 8.5 million square miles, covering one-sixth of the world’s surface in more than a dozen constituent republics spanning Europe and Asia, meant that the USSR could only be budged from its position as a great power by its internal weaknesses. Severely damaged by the war, it could in no way rival the United States in economic and military power, innovation or attraction. It was widely seen as more threatening than it really was outside its geographical security zone, but, having achieved its aims in the construction of a deep security belt reaching to the middle of Germany, it was never likely to expand further by force if it encountered firm opposition.


Stalin would consolidate Soviet rule through his sphere of influence, but 1948 marked the frontier of his expansion as he blinked in the face of Western resistance in Berlin. He still believed in Lenin’s ‘who, whom?’ formulation positing only one winner from the struggle between Communism and capitalism, rather than co-existence. But he saw limits for the time being with the divisions that brought. As he told Milovan Djilas in the later stages of the war, ‘The West will make Western Germany their own, and we shall turn Eastern Germany into our own state.’19


Still, psychologically, he was unable to relinquish his certainty of eventual domination as guaranteed by Marxist theory. If core beliefs are essential to strong leaders, nobody needed that conviction more than Stalin. Once his country had got over its huge wartime losses, he said, ‘We shall recover in fifteen to twenty years, and then we’ll have another go at it.’ For the time being, however, his priority was rebuilding and strengthening the system atop which he sat, rejecting Western bourgeois principles of representation and rights, indifferent to the happiness of the people, the proud heir of the autocratic tradition of the Tsars, a devotee of Russian–Slavonic values who ruled as if he was a despot from the Asian lands that made up most of the USSR.20


Force was his essential weapon. As he had noted in the later stages of the war, ‘Whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system. Everyone imposes his own social system as far as his army can reach. It cannot be otherwise.’ He would take opportunist advantage of any chance to weaken the principal opponent across the Atlantic and its allies closer at hand – but with a keen sense of knowing when to stop before he endangered the regime he had constructed since establishing himself as Lenin’s heir and the master of the USSR.21


Yet the Father of the People who had rallied his country to play the major role in defeating Nazi Germany ended up by driving West Europe closer to the US rather than exploiting the potential for transatlantic discord. This made the Soviet Union less of a threat than it could have been as the period spanning 1947–8 brought a shift of influence towards the USA, which became unavoidable as the devastated old continent was confronted by recession, hunger and global challenges. The inevitable development of the atom bomb by the Soviet Union changed the nature of warfare and froze the confrontation between the two superpowers; but still, as George Orwell had written presciently in 1945, it was likely to have the effect of ‘prolonging indefinitely a “peace that is no peace” ’.22


Still, the Red Army’s record in the war and the resistance role of west European parties once Hitler had undone the pact with the USSR in 1941 helped to give Communism an appeal from afar, boosted by the image of ‘Uncle Joe’ puffing on his pipe and giving a reassuring smile to the world. Soviet Communism presented itself as a haven for workers and the oppressed around the world, an inter-Nationalist creed that surmounted the petty, oppressive frontiers of nationalism. The certainty of its ideologues was bolstered by the way Marxism–Leninism could be seen as having been proved correct by the economic woes of the 1930s. To criticise Stalin’s regime was to open oneself up to accusations of neo-Fascism. Communist parties were allowed to preach in Western Europe, operating freely in sharp contrast to the elimination of opposition east of the Iron Curtain. In West Europe, Moscow enjoyed the support of leading intellectuals. Though he did join the party, Jean-Paul Sartre, the polymath philosopher who was a landmark of the intellectual world on the Parisian Left Bank, argued that Communism should be judged by its intentions and not by its actions. His fellow philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, celebrated ‘proletarian humanism’ and explained away the purge trials of the 1930s as being in the tradition of revolutionary violence. Some of those closer to reality saw things very differently, as the Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz wrote of the rules of history:




Learn to predict a fire with unerring precision.


Then burn the house down to fulfil the prediction.23




Fear of a revival of German power further heightened the appeal of the USSR’s protective shield in Eastern and Central Europe while, despite the soft power of Hollywood movies and American music, many people in the west of the Continent resented the material advantages of the United States and joined in the jibe that its troops, with their abundant supplies of everything from cigarettes to nylon stockings from military stores, were ‘over-paid, over-sexed and over here’. Communism offered a new faith, what one Polish intellectual called ‘a refined catechism’, and the certainty of being on the winning side of history which made it easy to dismiss reports of what was happening on the other side of the Iron Curtain as fake news spread by reactionaries.


Seeking to find a ‘third way’ between what British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin described as ‘the red tooth and claw of American capitalism and the Communist dictatorship of Soviet Russia’, some west European Socialists and influential newspapers like Le Monde dallied with a notion of neutralism which would bring the two halves of the Continent together. In France, Léon Blum floated the idea of an ‘international third force’. But economic reality tied the west of the Continent to the United States just as Stalin’s obsession with security for the USSR left the east no choice. By the end of the summer of 1947, the Manichaean die was cast on both sides of the Iron Curtain.24


National security took on a broader meaning as it melded politics, military and economic interests in the toolboxes of the two superpowers, particularly since the vetoes of the five permanent members of the Security Council limited the effectiveness of the United Nations. The Truman administration established the CIA and instituted loyalty checks on government employees; the head of the board in charge of the checks said the government was entitled to sack people ‘for any reason that seems reasonable with no hearing. Any suspicion may suffice.’ The spy became the emblematic figure of the east–west confrontation.25


For Stalin, the Cold War provided the ideal excuse to roll back the partial liberalisation of the war years and resume the attack on society that had always been integral to Bolshevism. In a hard-line speech at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow in early 1946, he declared the need for heightened political control which would exert extreme pressure on the population and mean forced labour, few consumer goods and a focus on building up the military. In the following two years, taxes of collective farms rose by a third. The Vozhd of the USSR instructed his subordinates to ‘deliver a strong blow’ to any talk of competitive democracy.


The NKVD political police was reorganised and reinforced. Legislation banned marriages between Soviet citizens and foreigners. Anybody and everybody was liable to fall under suspicion, and subversive youth groups were suddenly ‘discovered’ in many cities and put down. The number of people held in Gulags rose steadily from the 1.46 million total at the end of the war; those in ‘special settlements’ was put at 2.46 million in 1946.26 Returning prisoners of war were sent to remote penal colonies in remote regions for fear that they had been contaminated by contact with other systems; when liberated at Dachau concentration camp, some begged to stay rather than being put on trains to the East. In the mass population movements in Eastern Europe, Soviet citizens sometimes posed as Poles or Ukrainians to avoid being consigned to the USSR.


‘Strict regime’ labour camps were set up in which inmates were kept in chains and had no blankets. Victorious commanders were sidelined in case their popularity made them a threat to the ruler, including the architect of the push to Berlin in 1945, Marshal Zhukov. Poets were reproved for writing love odes. Shostakovich was cast into disgrace and Pasternak concentrated on translating Shakespeare. The second part of Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible was banned because of its unflattering portrait of one of Stalin’s great heroes. The economist Eugen Varga, who had argued that capitalism might be inherently stable and that workers could gain power in a parliamentary democracy, had his institute closed down, though he was still called on to give advice when Stalin was confronted with the challenge of the Marshall Plan.27


While the United States promoted a model of economic liberalism that sought to balance the market and the state’s protective role, the Soviet Union retreated into autarky and rigidity that reflected the mindset of its ruler, cutting itself off not only politically but also economically, in ways that would, eventually, help to weaken the regime to the point of collapse. By its nature, the USSR stood in opposition to the United States, the great external adversary Stalin needed to buttress his authority on top of the internal enemies he was so adept at finding. But, as the British ambassador Frank Roberts wrote to London in 1946, ‘World revolution is no longer part of its programme, and there is nothing in the internal conditions within the Union which might encourage a return to the old revolutionary tradition.’28


III: JOE AND HARRY


The difference between the superpowers was epitomised by their leaders. Stalin took an essentially pessimistic view of humanity; Truman was by nature an optimist. One operated in a rigorous ideological framework; the other was, for the most part, an unideological pragmatist. The dictator distrusted those he ruled and believed that people had to be kept in order by whatever means was required; the president thought nations did best when their citizens were allowed to follow their own inclinations. Truman gained succour from meeting ordinary people, and asked what was wrong with being average. Stalin remained immured in the Kremlin, his isolation an apt reflection of his view of himself as a historic figure and his obsession with security.


With purges, repression and all-embracing policing, the dictator had made sure he faced no opposition, continuing and developing the ruthlessness practised by Lenin. As the illusions of the Old Bolsheviks about the melding of scientific rationalism, social engineering and revolutionary mysticism were replaced by the politics of force and expediency, the Communist Party’s quasi-religious nature was subsumed into one-man echo-chamber rule. Any problems the regime encountered must be the result of sabotage. Enemies were everywhere and, if there were innocent victims along the way, they were isolated cases which could not impede the necessary rooting out of agents of imperialism. Truman, in contrast, had to put up with and, in foreign policy at least, seek accommodation with a Republican majority in Congress. He also faced a wide degree of dissent within his own party from those who sought another standard bearer for the 1948 presidential election.29


At the end of 1947, Stalin was sixty-nine, Truman sixty-three. The two most powerful people in the world had been born and brought up far from the centres of power. Ioseb Besarionis dze Jughashvili, who took the name of Stalin (Man of Steel) as a young revolutionary, was from Georgia, the son of a drunken cobbler and a housemaid. Harry S.30 Truman came from a farming family in Missouri.


Both were largely self-educated and were hard workers – Stalin’s bureaucratic mastery and attention to detail had paved the path to power while Truman pored over documents late into the night, wearing a green eyeshade. They read widely – Truman liked to parade his historical and geographical knowledge while Stalin kept a library of 20,000 books, many of which he annotated; he also collected watches and liked gardening. They were each of stocky build; Stalin was sensitive about his lack of height, standing at five foot five, three inches less than the president; when he accompanied Tito to a dinner with the Soviet leadership, Djilas noted that most of his subordinates were no taller than the dictator.


Both suffered from physical defects from early in their lives. A protracted bout of diphtheria seriously weakened Truman’s eyesight and obliged him to wear thick spectacles – he memorised the vision charts in advance to get into the National Guard. Stalin had two adjoined toes on his left foot,31 which, along with an accident in his youth, made him walk pigeon-fashion. Childhood smallpox had scarred his face – though this was airbrushed out on photographs – and his left arm was shorter and stiffer than the other from a boyhood encounter with a horse-drawn carriage. A defect on his vocal chord meant he spoke softly. He had a strong memory but his intellectual horizons were limited, his personal paranoia melding with the structural paranoia of Leninism.32


The dictator had a stroke in 1946 and put on weight. He could eat to the point of gluttony, but his bad teeth meant he had to be served the most tender meat and ripest fruit. His hair turned grey and the bags grew under his amber eyes. His teeth and moustache were stained yellow by his smoking of choice Herzegovina Flor cigarette tobacco shredded into his pipe to provide ‘the man of the people’ touch. As he aged, he exploded without notice, the hardening of his arteries aggravating his mood swings. Under pressure, he suffered from tonsillitis with high temperatures. At a dinner for a visiting Yugoslav delegation at the end of 1947, Stalin tried to dance to a gramophone record, his arms flailing in rhythm, but soon had to give up, sighing, ‘Age had crept up on me and I am already an old man.’ But, when he raised this with those around him, they all replied that he looked fine.33


Though he was in generally good health and kept up his routine of early morning walks at the pace of 120 steps to the minute, which he had adopted during service in the National Guard before the First World War, Truman let work get on top of him early in his presidency; at one point he did not manage to find time for a swim in the White House pool for five months. He worried about his mother who was approaching her hundredth birthday. Feeling lonely in the White House with his wife back at their Midwestern home, he told his daughter that ‘No man in his right mind would want to come here of his own accord.’34


Neither man had much time for nuances or hindsight or agonised over possible mistakes. Truman, who said he fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow, never regretted dropping the atom bombs. Stalin was convinced that the iron laws of history were working for him. Each recognised that, in the words of the sign on the White House desk, ‘the Buck Stops Here’. Stalin might equally have adopted the phrase the president picked up from a local Mid-Western politician, ‘If you don’t like the heat, get out of the kitchen.’


Neither had much direct experience of the world outside their home countries. Stalin’s travels abroad were largely limited to his early revolutionary career. Truman served in the army in France in 1917–18 but did not go abroad again until the Potsdam summit in 1945, after which he did not venture outside the western hemisphere or leave the USA after a visit to Brazil in 1947.


In many other ways, however, the two could hardly have been more different in character, outlook and personal history, their differences framing the way they evolved the policies of their nations through their perception of the world.


Despite his avuncular wartime nickname and the amiable pipe-smoking image that went with it, the pope of international Communism lacked emotional attachments and grew ever more suspicious in his seclusion in the Kremlin and heavily guarded dachas; he rarely appeared in public and was presented in the media as a figure who might, at most, be glimpsed from afar. Truman greeted fellow pedestrians he passed on his early morning walks. He was the first head of state for twenty years to go into the White House kitchen to thank the head cook for baking him a birthday cake. He liked to wear two-tone shoes as well as double-breasted suits and, when he visited the presidential retreat at Key West, donned gaudy sports shirts. Stalin kept to uniforms and colourless tunics.35


Truman knew how to dissemble and wield the power of his office to great effect, but he was not, as he said, one ‘to man a chopping block’, unlike the leader who had presided over the deaths and persecution of tens of millions in the purges and Gulags. Whereas Stalin made the rules, the president believed in keeping to those laid down by the constitution and the courts, even if political expediency might induce elasticity. His great historical hero was Andrew Jackson, ‘the man of the people’ (though his foreign policy would run counter to Jacksonian unilateralism). Stalin’s model was Ivan the Terrible; he extolled the tsar to the film director Sergei Eisenstein as a ‘great and wise ruler’ who had known the need to be ruthless, had excluded foreign influences from Russia and whose secret police he hailed as a ‘progressive army’.36


Though he had a circle of cronies with whom he played poker, went on cruises on the Potomac and exchanged barnyard jokes, Truman kept relations with his advisers on a professional level with none of the often sinister and drunken socialising that formed part of Stalin’s power games. He was punctilious in dealing with those around him and famed for his punctuality. As befitted a poker-playing ‘good ole boy’, he was partial to bourbon, including a nip in the morning, but a long-time friend recalled that he could make a single highball last for hours, and he was never seen under the influence.


Where the dictator thrived on collecting material to use against others, Truman dismantled the bugging system Roosevelt had installed in the presidential office. When J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI chief, sent an emissary to say the agency would do anything the president wanted, Truman waved him away. ‘We want no Gestapo or Secret Police,’ he wrote in his diary after a month in the White House. ‘FBI is tending in that direction. They are dabbling in sex life scandals and plain blackmail . . . This must stop.’37


Stalin said the suicide of his mentally unstable second wife38 in 1932 after a row between them at a dinner party ‘crippled’ him; there ‘died my last warm feelings for humanity,’ he added. Truman was devoted to his wife, Bess, whom he met in Sunday School and whom he called ‘the only person in the world whose approval and good opinion I value’.39 On their twenty-ninth wedding anniversary, he wrote to her, ‘It seems like twenty-nine days . . . You are still on the pedestal where I placed you that day in Sunday school. What an old fool I am.’ At Potsdam, he gave a lift to a young officer who told him he had only to ask if there was anything he wanted, ‘like women’. ‘Listen, son, I married my sweetheart,’ the president replied. ‘She doesn’t run around on me, and I don’t run around on her. I want that understood. Don’t ever mention that kind of stuff to me again.’40


Truman was also close to his daughter, Margaret, taking pride in her career as a soprano singer. Stalin’s family was less happy. One son died after being captured by the Germans in the war. The second was an alcoholic who had a distant relationship with his father while the dictator sought to run the private life of his daughter, Svetlana.


Though he could change tack under pressure, as with the nationalist appeal above ideology during what became known as the Great Patriotic War with Germany, the Soviet leader operated along fundamental, long-term lines as a strategic juggler set in his ways by decades of power struggles. The president, who had lacked the grooming for high office, was driven far more by instinct and tactical considerations, a leader who could get himself caught in corners but who embodied the new internationalised spirit of his nation. If Stalin epitomised the totalitarian system he had built on the foundations laid by Lenin and the repressive, autocratic tradition inherited from the Tsars, with no place for an independent civil society, Truman was a pure product of American politics, a symbol of the pluralistic notion of democracy and individualism, however imperfect it might be in application.


In the early 1920s, a document attributed to Lenin noted that Stalin had accumulated ‘unlimited authority’ and wondered whether he would be capable of using it with sufficient caution. (Some historians have branded the ‘Letter to the Congress’ a forgery but, if so, it was a prescient fiction.) For the dictator, what counted was strength, adopting Lenin’s dictum ‘Probe with a bayonet. If you meet steel, stop; if you meet mush, push.’ Individuals were an impediment to be eliminated or brought into line; as the prosecutor at his show trials had told a British minister, it was historically impossible for Soviet policy to accord with Western values of democracy and human rights. For Truman and the American vision he incarnated, people were the essence of the system. Whatever the influence of big corporations, political parties, the evolving national security network and the racism that held back Afro-Americans, individuals at different levels were the final shapers of American society and its state; in the USSR it was the other way around.41


The Soviet leader was the longest-serving world leader. He had been named general secretary of the Communist Party in 1922 at a time when the future president was running a haberdashery business which would fail. While the Man of Steel was eliminating his rival, Trotsky, and consolidating his power through purges, centralisation and industrialisation, the Midwesterner became a county court judge before being elected to the Senate as the candidate of the notoriously corrupt boss of wide-open Kansas City, Tom Pendergast. When the Father of the People was directing the gargantuan Soviet war effort after Hitler had reneged on their pact and invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, the ‘Senator from Pendergast’ was heading a legislative commission inquiring into misuse of war funds.


As the Red Army was advancing in late 1944 to clinch the Allied victory, Harry Truman was propelled to the vice-presidency by the managers of the Democratic Party ahead of the incumbent, Henry Wallace, whom they regarded as too left-wing. The other main candidate to be Roosevelt’s running mate, the congressional manipulator James Byrnes, was ruled out because his southern roots made him a negative for the black vote and his lapsed Catholicism was likely to alienate another significant section of the electorate. So Truman was a safe choice. Confident of a fourth term, Roosevelt paid little attention to his running mate. After the ticket won, he had only a couple of tête-a-tête meetings with him, froze him out of foreign affairs and did not inform him about the summit with Stalin at Yalta or the atom bomb programme.


At the death of Roosevelt in April 1945, his successor was a very unknown quantity. He told reporters in his first full day as president – a Friday the thirteenth as it happened – ‘Boys, I don’t know whether you fellows ever had a load of hay fall on you, but when they told me yesterday what had happened, I felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.’42


He was generally dismissed, not only by Republican opponents but also by the media and New Dealers. ‘It’s as if the correspondents had made up their minds when Mr Truman became President that he was a country bumpkin, and I’m afraid a great many of them never changed their mind,’ Dean Acheson said later. ‘He is a small opportunistic man, a man of good instincts but, therefore, probably all the more dangerous,’ Wallace, who had no cause to speak well of his successor as vice president, wrote in his diary. But the editor of his local newspaper, Roy Roberts of the Kansas City Star, commented, ‘What a test of democracy if it works!’43


IV: THE EDUCATION OF A PRESIDENT


‘In those days nobody seemed to think I was aware of anything,’ as Truman put it later. His main drawback for most people was simply that he was not FDR, to whom the country had grown used over the previous dozen years. How he would deal with the Soviet Union was a mystery. Four years earlier, he had rated Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union as morally equivalent and thought they should be left to fight one another to the death; now he said that nothing was more important than the continued co-operation of the anti-Axis powers. But his idea of co-operation with Moscow came with a proviso based on his perception that ‘the Russians are like bulls in a china shop – they are only 25 years old’.44


Eleven days after being sworn in as president, Truman was visited at the White House by the Soviet foreign minister, who was in the US for the inaugural conference of the United Nations in San Francisco. The president’s lecture on how Moscow had to live up to its obligations was so forthright that Molotov objected that he had ‘never been talked to like that in my life’. To which Truman responded, ‘Carry out your agreements and you won’t get talked to like that.’ He characterised his approach as a ‘straight one-two to the jaw’.45


But then he grew worried that too much toughness would tip the Kremlin over the edge. A Cabinet meeting discussed whether to share US knowledge of atomic weapons with the USSR; the idea was rejected by nine votes to five. Truman sent Roosevelt’s close lieutenant, Harry Hopkins, who had recommended aid to the USSR in 1941, on a mission to Moscow to try to build bridges. His briefing included the instruction to say ‘that Poland, Rumania, Bulgaria, Czeckoslovakia [sic], Austria, Yugoslavia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia et al., made no difference to U.S. interests only so far as World Peace is concerned’. Polish elections were to be ‘as free as US big city bosses would allow and Uncle Joe should make some sort of gesture – whether he means it or not’.46


The Hopkins mission, his last before he died of long-standing ailments, was counted a success, even if it had little lasting impact. But the president was at sixes and sevens as he tried to find his bearings in international affairs. ‘I want you to understand that I am trying my best to save peace and follow out Roosevelt’s plan,’ he told the former ambassador to Moscow, Joseph Davies, who favoured friendship with the USSR. But, at the Potsdam summit of the wartime allies in August 1945, a change of tone from FDR’s emollient approach was evident. Truman was ‘a man of immense determination’, Churchill told his doctor, Charles Moran. ‘When Stalin gets tough, Truman at once makes plain that he, too, can hand out the right stuff . . . if only this had happened at Yalta.’47


Still, Stalin got much of what he wanted, notably on Poland’s frontiers. At the US embassy in Moscow, George Kennan regarded the outcome as ‘unreal and unworkable’, showing ‘casualness and frivolity [and] apparent indifference on the American side’. Truman’s main initiative was to propose an agreement on freedom of canals and waterways. In a later letter, he painted himself as ‘a naïve, innocent idealist (good definition for a diplomatic darnfool)’.48


After getting back to Washington, Truman drafted a letter to a friend saying he was ‘tired of babying the Soviets’, but decided not to send it. Two months later, he scribbled a note to himself that ‘unless Russia is faced with an iron fist and strong language another war is in the making’. His attitude could only be influenced by growing realism about Moscow’s stance; when an American diplomat asked the former Soviet foreign minister, Maxim Litvinov, what Washington could do to satisfy Stalin, the answer was simple – ‘nothing’.49


There were, however, signs that the Vozhd could moderate his ambitions if faced with a firm line. The USSR pulled back from a bizarre claim to set up a military base in Libya. There was also a compromise on Soviet influence over Finland and the USSR accepted its exclusion from any role in post-war Italy. Confronted by Western resistance over the status of the disputed city of Trieste, Stalin ordered the Yugoslavs to abandon their claims in favour of an international settlement. In Greece, he refused to funnel help to Communist rebels. In France and Italy, Moscow instructed the powerful Communist parties to join coalition governments with class enemies rather than using the muscle of their resistance movements to bid for power. At a four-nations foreign ministers’ conference in Paris, Molotov dropped Soviet objections to ratifying peace treaties with Germany’s allies, Italy, Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary and Romania. The Kremlin pushed Soviet interests in Turkey but pulled back after a war scare swept the US with plans for mass strategic bombing raids of the USSR, the dispatch of an aircraft carrier to the Eastern Mediterranean and economic and military aid to Ankara.


In Iran, Moscow backed a rebellion by Azerbaijanis, seeking to exploit regional differences and divisions between reformers, the messianic Nationalist politician Mohammad Mossadeq, Islamic fundamentalists and the young shah, who had been put on the throne after wartime intervention by the British and Soviets. The British were highly unpopular because of the huge profits being made by the Anglo-Iranian oil company. But Moscow retreated when the national army blocked a march on Teheran by the shah’s opponents. Pressure from tribal leaders forced the ejection of pro-Communist ministers and the US and UK came to the aid of the ruler following strikes by oilfield workers. As Stalin reflected, ‘We must leave before it is too late.’50


Despite such evidence of underlying caution, the steady evolution of the Cold War made up Truman’s mind for him as Stalin delivered his hard-line speech at the Bolshoi Theatre in February 1946, and refused to join the new International Monetary Fund (IMF). Asked for an explanation of that decision by Washington, the diplomat George Kennan filed a 5,500-word despatch from the embassy in Moscow on 22 February 1946 that laid the basis for the administration’s policy containment. Kennan had been warning about Moscow’s intentions for eighteen months but felt it was ‘like talking to a stone’. Now, ill with influenza, fever, sinus trouble and tooth pains, he decided that ‘they had asked for it. By God, they would get it!’51


The Soviet leaders had a fanatical commitment to the belief that there could be no long-term peaceful coexistence with the United States, he wrote. They thought it was ‘desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life destroyed, the international authority of our state broken’. But the threat was not rooted in Communist ideology, he argued. Rather, ‘at the bottom of the Kremlin’s neurotic view of world affairs is [the] traditional and instinctive Russia sense of insecurity’. The ‘fig leaf’ of Marxism provided ‘justification for their instinctive fear of the outside world, for the dictatorship without which they do not know how to rule’. Soviet power was ‘impervious to the logic of reason, but it is highly sensitive to the logic of force’.52


The telegram fell on fertile ground in Washington, appearing to make sense of Soviet intentions at a very confused time. ‘If none of my previous literary efforts had seemed to evoke even the faintest tinkle from the bell at which they were aimed,’ Kennan wrote later, ‘this one, to my astonishment, struck it squarely and set it vibrating.’ It was, as he noted, one of those moments when official Washington ‘was ready to receive a given message’.53


He advocated a low-risk response to Soviet power which melded politics, economics and national security while encouraging the revival of Germany and Japan as democratic ‘workshops’. Freedom would be the banner for the struggle. The United Nations would become a vehicle for collective security. Republicans and Democrats would unite in what Truman termed ‘the will to co-operate’ and those who preached a more understanding approach to the USSR like Henry Wallace would be marginalised in a seemingly perfect meld of domestic and international politics.


Kennan’s Long Telegram was followed in March 1946 by Churchill’s address in Fulton, Missouri warning of an Iron Curtain descending across Europe.54 Truman had read and approved the speech in advance, but backed off when it came in for wide criticism in US media – the leading commentator, Walter Lippmann, described it as ‘an almost catastrophic blunder’. After Stalin denounced ‘a call to war’, the president offered to send a battleship to bring him to Fulton to make a reply.55


Fearing that the Kremlin was ‘going to run hog wild’, he commissioned a report to ‘be ready to reveal to the whole world the full truth about the Russian failure to honor agreements’. This was entrusted to his fellow Missourian, Clark Clifford, an increasingly important aide at the White House with movie-star good looks, and George Elsey, a young naval officer.56


Delivered in September 1946, it argued at great length that the USSR was a determined, sure-footed adversary set on world domination. The US had to aim at ‘restraining and confining’ the Kremlin while informing the American public so that it would ‘support the stern policies which Soviet activities make imperative’. The president judged the report so explosive that he kept all copies to himself; ‘if it leaked, it would blow the roof off the White House,’ he noted. But, in similar vein, his adviser Averell Harriman told a British diplomat that ‘the Russians had clearly declared ideological war on the democracies’, while Byrnes, who had become secretary of state, made plain in a speech in Stuttgart that the US was ready to keep troops in Europe indefinitely and intended to build up the Western occupation zones of Germany.57


The Soviet ambassador Nikolai Novikov warned Moscow that the US was aiming for world domination and was preparing for ‘the prospect of war against the Soviet Union’. He described the president as ‘politically unstable . . . with certain conservative tendencies’. Byrnes, he added, was ‘strengthening the reactionary circles of the Democratic Party’.58


Truman was under considerable strain at home. Coal miners and rail and automobile workers went on strike. There was a shortage of meat and a debate about maintaining wartime price controls. His opinion poll support, which had hit 87 per cent in 1945, dropped to 32. Even the ending of the big railway strike after a threat to draft workers into the armed forces did not lift his reputation. Wallace, the last New Dealer in the Cabinet as secretary of commerce, caused a storm with a speech saying the danger of war stemmed ‘much less from Communism than . . . from imperialism’; after some hesitation, Truman sacked him, glad to be rid of a man he described as ‘a real Commie and a dangerous man’. For him, as he remarked, ‘No professional liberal is intellectually honest.’59


‘The world picture is none too bright,’ the president wrote to his wife in the autumn of 1946. He had sent the wartime chief of staff George Marshall on a mission to try to bring the Nationalists and Communists together in China, but after some initial success, this floundered on the intransigence of both sides. Truman was not sure that Byrnes would ‘bring home the bacon’ from negotiations with the Soviets. A new wave of strikes was welling up at home. ‘The army and navy are at each other’s throats again and my Cabinet family keeps bickering all the time,’ he noted. ‘So it goes and I have to keep a straight face and grin about it.’ Congressional elections in November were forecast to give the Republicans control of both legislative houses. ‘To err is only Truman’ people quipped.


To guide him in the unfamiliar thickets of foreign affairs, the president had the benefit of a circle of half a dozen experienced, savvy operators who were comfortable with the exercise of national power and had no other political master. Dubbed ‘the Wise Men’ by their collective biographers, they consisted of two diplomats, two lawyers and two bankers who came together to mould American foreign and strategic policy.


They all served under the man Truman called ‘the greatest American alive’, Marshall, whom he appointed to succeed Byrnes after becoming increasingly unhappy with the latter’s performance and what he saw as his lack of respect for the presidency. The two men developed a mutually reinforcing relationship, the general’s gravity compensating for accusations that the president was a lightweight.


A man of few words, Marshall said at a birthday dinner for the president in 1948, ‘The full stature of this man will only be proven by history; but I want to say here and now that there has never been a decision made under this man’s administration, affecting policies beyond our shores, that has not been in the best interests of this country. It is not the courage of those decisions that will live, but the integrity of the man.’ When the general sat down, Truman rose to his feet with his arms half-outstretched, only able to say in response, ‘He won the war.’60


A country boy from Pennsylvania, the secretary had a bad memory for names, kept mislaying his spectacles and stayed away from the Washington social whirl. He called everybody by their surname and was addressed as ‘General Marshall’ – ‘a title fitting him as though he had been baptized with it’, as his deputy, Acheson, remarked. He insisted that he would exercise office in a non-political manner. His subdued speaking style and demeanour marked him as a dispassionate public official who stood above partisan divisions in keeping with his belief that his country had to accept ‘a sense of responsibility for world order and security’ given its ‘special position . . . geographically, financially, militarily and scientifically’.61


Reserved in character, with grey hair, lips tightly drawn and piercing blue eyes, he believed in clear lines of command and was intensely loyal though nobody’s servant – he had declined to laugh at Roosevelt’s jokes. He told Acheson that he had ‘no feelings except a few which I reserve for Mrs Marshall’. Time magazine, which twice named him as its Man of the Year, described the general as ‘the tall man, with a weathered homely face, in which there was a visible touch of greatness’. For Churchill, he was ‘the noblest Roman of them all’. One of many admirers from outside politics, Orson Welles, called Marshall ‘the greatest human being who was also a great man . . . He was a tremendous gentleman, an old fashioned institution.’62


At meetings, Marshall would listen patiently to lengthy discussions and then intervene in his low but incisive staccato voice to say, ‘Gentlemen, don’t fight the problem; decide it.’ He advised subordinates to ‘avoid trivia’. Walter Bedell Smith, the US ambassador to Moscow from the spring of 1946, recalled how, whatever the strain and stress, Marshall never failed to dominate any gathering ‘by the sheer force of his integrity, honesty and dignified simplicity’. In an all-embracing appreciation of his boss, George Kennan recalled ‘his unshakable integrity; his consistent courtesy and gentlemanliness of conduct; his ironclad sense of duty; his imperturbability . . . his deliberateness and conscientiousness of decision; his serene readiness – once a decision had been made – to abide by its consequences, whatever they might be; his lack of petty vanity or ambition; his indifference to the whims and moods of public opinion . . . and his impeccable fairness and avoidance of favouritism in the treatment of subordinates’.63


‘I am not a diplomat,’ the secretary said at his first meeting with French leaders in the early spring of 1947. ‘I mean exactly what I say and there is no use in trying to read between the lines because there is nothing to read there.’64


In contrast to his boss, the tall, broad-shouldered, debonair under secretary of state Dean Acheson was described by one of his former law partners as ‘the shiniest fish that ever came out of the sea’ and by the Treasury Department’s number two, Harry Dexter White, as ‘a throat-slitter of a very vicious kind’. His plummy voice, hawk nose, socks held up by garters and waxed red-grey moustache65 meant he was easily derided by critics as a ‘smarty pants’ diplomat but with a ‘low boring point’ and ‘ruthlessly logical mind’.66


For all his fastidious superiority, ‘the Dean’ was adept at playing the Washington political game and gaining tactical advantage. As ‘the Number One Number Two man’, he preferred concrete action to abstract thought, and adopted a steadily harder line towards the USSR while exploiting openings for the United States to spread its influence over nations worried by the Soviet stance. In the frequent absences of Byrnes, he had overseen the running of the department as it revived from its neglect under Roosevelt, who had handled top-level foreign policy as a personal matter.


This brought him close to the president, seeing him four or five times a week and speaking to him more often by telephone. When Truman returned from Missouri to Washington after the disastrous 1946 mid-term elections, Acheson was the only official waiting to greet him at the station. A great one for loyalty, the president prized such fidelity and said later that he ‘sensed immediately that he was a man I could count on in every way, I knew that he would do what had to be done, and I knew that I could count on him to tell me the truth at all times’. The result, as biographer Robert Beisner put it, was that ‘his fingerprints – and whole hands and footprints – are all over the president’s diplomacy and national security policies’.67


The under secretary seized his moment on Friday 21 February 1947, when the British embassy in Washington delivered a message saying the UK could no longer afford to shoulder the job of protecting Greece and Turkey from Soviet expansion. In the absence of Marshall at a university function, Acheson took charge. The decision by the Attlee government was part of a broader retreat which included withdrawal from the Raj and Palestine, and he saw it as the moment for the US to step up to a global commitment – the War Department had already warned that, if Greece gravitated into the Soviet orbit, there would be ‘most unfavourable repercussions in all those areas where political sympathies are balanced precariously in favour of the West and against Soviet Communism’.68


Acheson’s staff worked through the weekend on its recommendation, toasting the outcome with martinis. Marshall was back in town for the White House meeting with Truman and congressmen on the Monday but the under secretary judged that, much as he esteemed his boss, the general did not make the case for action forcefully enough. So he stepped in to say that, ‘like apples in a barrel infected by one rotten one, the corruption of Greece would infect Iran and all to the east’. This could spread to Africa and the Near East and then contaminate Europe through the strong Communist parties in Italy and France. The Kremlin was playing one of the great gambles in history at minimal cost, and only the US was ‘in a position to break up the play’. After Acheson had spoken, the president, who had long been fascinated by the region, took a large map from a drawer of his desk and gave a short lecture on its history and strategic importance. Since there was no dissent from what the under secretary had said, the administration began work on a proposal to channel aid to the two East Mediterranean countries, reassured that Senator Vandenberg would ensure bipartisan backing as the domino theory came to life and the new world power moved into the vacuum left by the decline of Europe.69


Three former members of the embassy in Moscow joined Marshall and Acheson in crafting the administration’s approach to the developing Cold War. The wartime ambassador, Averell Harriman, whose lugubrious demeanour belied his $100 million fortune70
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